the war and Reconstruction we have to pay full attention to what the Republicans were up against: white Democrats who bitterly disagreed with almost everything Republicans did, white Southerners who fought desperately to stop them from start to finish, and black Americans who did all they could to seize the opportunities of the war and Reconstruction to make their own place in an America that had been remade.
Faced with these challenges, and adding more drama and complexities to the story, the Republicans repeatedly changed their strategies and tactics. They had to change, to
keep their possibilities open, to advance their purpose as far and as fast as possible before they ran out of time, a reality that hung over every scene in the story. In the beginning, even before Lincoln's election, the Republicans sought to contain and eventually remove the slaveholding power so that free institutions could flourish across the South and across the nation, so that the United States could be truly united in a way it had never been.
Candidate Abraham Lincoln thought that process might take five generations. After secession, of course, new opportunities and necessities and threats led the Republicans to accelerate and widen their assaults on slavery, the possibility of failure looming over every step.
The Republicans first had to destroy the most fundamental threat posed by slaveholders-the dissolution of the Union-and they had to do that with military force.
Then, to win the resulting military struggle, they had to undermine slavery and enlist enslaved men to become soldiers fighting for their own freedom. All along, they had to defeat the Democrats who sought to block the Republican path to recreating the Union without slavery. Abraham Lincoln's great accomplishment was to hold the North together long enough to withstand the Confederacy. The Confederacy, for its part, had to fight hard enough to exhaust the North but not so hard as to exhaust itself even as it watched slavery dissolve everywhere enslaved people had a chance to seize the opportunity to make themselves free.
After the slaveholders' rebellion had been crushed the Republicans had to figure out to put the United States back together. That's the process eventually called "reconstruction." Just as no one foresaw a war of such duration and ferocity that it would destroy the largest and most powerful slave empire in the modern world, neither did anyone foresee the prolonged and tangled events that constitute part two of the great conflict at the heart of American history.
So that's general outline. The trick is not to let the profound and unlikely outcomes of the war and Reconstruction-immediate emancipation and full legal citizenship of four million people held in slavery for more than two centuries-flatten all the events along the way. Those events could have led to starkly different outcomes at several critical junctures.
In fact, the key is seeing each critical moment in all its possibilities. To understand the story we cannot get ahead of the story.
To understand how the war led to a bold, even audacious, effort to reconstitute and regenerate the United States we need to tighten our focus on the key scenes. And those key scenes of the drama took place between July 1864 and July 1870. Before the first date, there is a real possibility that nothing like Reconstruction will happen; after the last date, six years later, the larger course of Reconstruction had been fixed. The events of the seven years following 1870 chronicle the struggles of a steadily decreasing number of states playing out to a common defeat born of violence and intimidation. They are the somber aftermath after the climax of the story. In fact, the forty years following 1870 was defined by a long, determined, and systematic rolling back of Reconstruction on every front, culminating in new constitutions in every Southern state. It was not so much a Long Reconstruction as a Long Redemption.
The Civil War and Reconstruction were not the two separate stories we usually imagine, with entirely different sets and actors and plots. The story's very center is where we often stop one story and start another: at Appomattox and Lincoln's assassination. We must understand the war years as war, with full attention to war making and generalship and strategy. And then we must understand the five years following the war not as war's aftermath but as war's culmination. Without feeling the hot and bloody weight of the war, we cannot understand Reconstruction.
The great transformation of the United States brought by the end of slavery can only be understood one drama at a time, on its own terms, knowing what people at the time could have known and no more. How each episode happened, its exact configuration and timing, its exact sequence and location, set the scene for the next episode. Each defining event was, on its own, unlikely, the path to it circuitous. As in war, events in Reconstruction often took place in lurching form. Events did not float on the top of underlying forces of history, on ideologies and trends and themes, but defined history itself. Obstacles and opposition gave events their shape, enabled otherwise impossible outcomes. Without the resistance at every stage of this drama there could have been no culmination. Lincoln hoped that with decisive and yet generous military victory the Thirteenth Amendment might be enough, the only change necessary to the Constitution he revered.
In his speech two days after Lee's surrender, Lincoln-to the surprise and disappointment of those looking for a speech boasting of victory-acknowledged the centrality of this problem by talking about, of all things, Louisiana's reentry to the Union.
Louisiana was the only state that by April 1865 had followed the steps he hoped every other Southern state would follow for state-by-state reconstruction, with 10 percent of the electorate taking an oath of allegiance to the United States, agreeing to accept emancipation, electing delegates to write a new constitution acknowledging those facts, and creating a new state government. Lincoln never accepted that the seceded states had actually left the Union; he always referred to them as "so-called seceded states." Though the radicals in his party talked of "conquered territories" or "state suicide," Lincoln considered them states that would come back into the Union as states.
That April 11 speech marked Lincoln's first public mention of (limited) black suffrage and his support was almost a throwaway line. "I would myself prefer that it were now conferred upon the very intelligent, and on those who serve our cause as soldiers," he said, as he argued for giving his plan for reconstruction in Louisiana a chance to succeed. That line encouraged John Wilkes Booth to assassinate President Lincoln three days later. The Republicans in 1865 and 1866 faced competing needs. Though everyone wanted the Federal soldiers to return home, the Republicans needed troops to stay in the South to protect the freedpeople and to prevent the rise of the recent rebels to local and state power. Though everyone wanted the war to cease, the Republicans needed to delay formal reunification until the former Confederate states would acknowledge that they could not simply restore their former leaders to power. Doing so would make the South, now that slavery and its accompanying three-fifths clause had been destroyed, even stronger than before and even more unified against the Republicans. The Republicans did not have a plan they could agree upon for accomplishing these purposes and they did not have a president who accepted their fundamental premises. 5 The Democrats had it easier. They knew exactly what they wanted: the quickest and least disruptive reunification of the nation possible, with the smallest change in the status of black people, and with former Democrats back in power. They, too, wanted a national party-a position they had occupied until they tore themselves apart in 1860 and created a space for the rise of the regionally based Republicans-and they saw a short and direct road to that party. 6 The Democrats also possessed a strength the Republicans did not: appeals to white racial loyalty. All the ink the Democrats spent on ridiculing, trivializing, and caricaturing black people was there for a cold-blooded purpose. The Democrats knew And here is where the second goal of Reconstruction: the regeneration of the South, economically, legally, morally, and even spiritually. Merely defeating the Confederacy and ending slavery were not enough, they argued, to redeem the slaughter of the war, to justify the sacrifice, to punish the sin. Though slavery had been dismantled, they argued, its spirit lived on, a spirit one Republican congressman called "rebelism." This is what made the radicals radical, whatever their position on confiscation of land or other issues; they demanded a radical change in the hearts and minds of their enemies.
Abraham Lincoln and the Republicans had thought that by killing slavery they would accomplish their purpose of truly unifying the nation. They thought that by removing the relatively small number of large and domineering slaveholders they would free the majority of Southern white men who had not owned slaves and who had little prospect of doing so. What Lincoln and the Republicans had not counted on was that the war welded white Southerners together in a way they had never unified before. Now, all white Southerners except in a few isolated parts of the region shared a blood bond they had never shared before, a bond forged in the sacrifice, suffering, and moments of triumph through four years of all-consuming war. The war had sometimes pulled white Southerners apart, but by its conclusion-and through the Reconstruction that followedwartime experience and solidarity created a new obstacle to national reunification and regeneration as great as slavery itself. The Confederacy lived on as a shadow national identity, all the more powerful for being a shadow, without the burdens of governing or compromising, of levying taxes or running for election. It lived on as a fantasy that became more fantastical as the actual war and actual sacrifice and internal resentment receded.
The intransigence of white Southerners drove reconstruction much farther than most Republicans had foreseen or desired. The Republicans were outraged that the former Confederates refused to acknowledge that they had been wrong on every front, all of their actions from secession on unjust and immoral. The Republicans believed that only true repentance by the former Confederates could create a lasting reunification, a moral regeneration of the South, a redefinition of loyalty. White Southerners must acknowledge that secession had been unconstitutional, a slaveholders' rebellion rather than a principled revolution. The central purpose of the war could not be accomplished without that moral regeneration.
The Republicans had to fight this new, ghostly force with the crude tools of partisan politics. At every step, the Democrats and white Southerners charged them with hypocrisy and over-reaching, with selfish purpose behind an idealistic façade. The
Republicans did in fact need to win to enact Reconstruction and did need Reconstruction to succeed for them to win again.
Ironically, this partisan need led Republicans to become far bolder in defending black Americans than they would have been otherwise. Their practice shaped their beliefs. To win, to justify their actions and to lay the ground for the necessary actions for them to win again, the Republicans acknowledged black contribution, black character, and black capacity, in ways no large group of powerful white Americans ever had before.
Their actions shaped their words and then those words shaped their beliefs. The Republicans grew more egalitarian as they had to fight for equality for their own purposes.
White Northerners, sometimes for far-sighted and even altruistic reasons, and sometimes for instrumental reasons that had little to do with black people as persons, and most often for reasons that combined the two rationales in ways that made it impossible to pull the two rationales apart, created a space into which black people could and did fill with their own purpose, risk, creativity, imagination, bravery, endurance, and spirit.
There was no guarantee when Republicans opened those spaces that they would be filled by black Americans who had many reasons not to risk their lives and welfare to go to the Freedmen's Bureau to resist their former owners on wages or assault, not to bring their children to schools taught in damp church basements, not to break away from white churches to create their own, not to risk their lives by voting for the Republicans, not to create their own schools, not to establish newspapers and run for office.
And that black bravery and persistence is another key element in the story, the absence of which would have changed everything else that followed. Just as black initiative at Fort Monroe and in the United States Colored Troops change the war into a war against slavery, so did black initiative at public meetings, churches, and schools change Reconstruction. Because of black initiative, the Freedmen's Bureau grew from a purely wartime relief measure into a critical element in every part of the South, creating 
